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Preface

When I retired as Deputy Minister of Social Services in February 1980,
I planned to write a history of social work in Nova Scotia. Dalhousie
University kindly offered me an office in the Institute of Public Admin-
istration and also agreed to find a student from the School of Public
Administration to work with me on the project. Coincidental with these
arrangements, I was offered the position of Director of the Senior
Citizens’ Secretariat and accepted that position effective April 1, 1980.
It became evident that it would not be possible to do any extensive fact
finding or research in the field of social welfare due to the work required
in organizing the Senior Citizens’ Secretariat and getting it underway.
The support by the School of Public Administration for the history
project was part-time, and even if I had not become involved in
organizing the Senior Citizens’ Secretariat, I would not have been able
to proceed with the history of social welfare.

I began work with the Secretariat with the understanding that I
would remain in the position for a year or two, not long at any rate. As
it worked out, I spent fifteen years with the Secretariat and did not finally
retire until December 31, 1995.

I feel strongly that I have something to say about the thirty-nine years
I was involved with the Department of Public Health and the Depart-
ment of Public Welfare, which later became the Department of Social
Services, and the fifteen years I worked as head of the Senior Citizens’
Secretariat. I had planned to write about my years in government but
developed a very severe case of glaucoma in 1998, for which the
prognosis was pessimistic. Plans would have to be made with that in
mind.

After discussions with Bessie Harris, Jim MacKinnon and Robert
Haley, all of whom had been associated with me in the Department of
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Social Services, I decided to proceed with a personalized story of my
years in government, with some comment on a number of the outstand-
ing personalities who either worked with me or were pioneers in the
field. What follows then are my reflections, thus the title of this book.

My first thought was that the title of this book should be “The Road
Less Travelled.” Upon reflection, the use of the word “road” seemed
inappropriate. In 1937, the number of professional social workers in
Nova Scotia working in the public and private sectors could be counted
on the fingers of one hand. My friends wondered if I had lost my mind
in becoming involved with an organization such as a Children’s Aid
Society. Few Nova Scotians, including myself, had any real concept of
what the terms “social welfare” or “social services” really meant and
included. Roosevelt’s social security program embraced the broad range
of services required to make social welfare effective. However, very few
of us saw the larger picture in 1937. I suspect the economic depression
of the 1930s had something to do with my determination to stick with
this new and untried vocation.

This book contains my personal views on several contentious issues.
If there is any single issue that stands out it is poverty, including the public
attitude toward poverty. Ambivalence scarcely describes the contradic-
tory public response to this unfortunate condition, which affects so many
Canadians, especially Nova Scotians. The sad and unfortunate fact is that
we continue to view poverty as the fault of the individual and ignore the
social and economic systems and mechanisms that are so often respon-
sible for it. Any objective examination of family life reveals poverty as one
of the significant factors adversely affecting children and adults alike. It
may be argued that neglect of children and family breakdown occur
where poverty is not a factor, but the twin demons of poverty and lack
of education constitute our greatest enemies in achieving better commu-
nities and a good life for our children.
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Chapter 1

Roots, Education and Career Choices

I was born on February 5, 1912, in Meadow Springs, Pictou County. My
father, Angus MacKinnon, was the grandson of Fred MacKinnon, who
with his wife, Christy MacPhee, came to Sunnybrae, Pictou County, in
1820 from the Isle of Monks, Scotland. My mother born Jessie Suther-
land, was the granddaughter of William Sutherland and Ann MacKenzie,
who came from Clyne in Sutherlandshire, Scotland, to Barney’s River,
Pictou County, and settled there in 1820.

Much has been written about the Scottish settlements in eastern
Nova Scotia, Pictou and Antigonish counties, and Cape Breton. My
parents were descendants of Scottish crofters who were forced to leave
the misty western islands and lone shielings in the highlands of northern
Scotland and come to a new land.

Because they were crofters they looked with a certain degree of
disdain on traders, buyers and sellers, believing such people engaged in
these occupations because they were unwilling to do the hard work of
farming. Unable to afford the best quality land, they had to settle for plots
where the soil was thin and full of rocks and gravel. Much of the hill
country settled by the highland Scots in Pictou County consisted of
swamps that were not useable for farmland. Poverty or near poverty was
the constant lot of the Scottish immigrant. I recall vividly one of the
Presbyterian hymns sung in church: “Oh God of Bethel, by whose hand
thy people still are fed, who through this weary pilgrimage hast all our
fathers led.” It was a very weary pilgrimage for most of these Scots.

I was the last of a family of four children, three boys and one girl. My
sister attended Normal College and taught school. My oldest brother
died prematurely of appendicitis in 1921, long before the days of wonder
drugs that put an end to septic poisoning. My other brother stayed home
and helped my father on the farm. That would have been my life’s work
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too had I not pursued the course I did.
I attended the rural public school at Woodfield and received my

Grade 11 in 1927. Small schools were the norm in those days, and it
would not be until the forties that consolidated schools were established
in Nova Scotia. The Woodfield School did not have more than eight to
twelve pupils at any one time. The teacher was paid between $300 and
$500 per year. A student who completed Grade 11 often had as much
formal education as the teacher.

I often compare the rural schools we had in the 1920s and 1930s with
the system of consolidated schools that is a part of our rural life today.
There are some things we did not have. In some cases the teaching left
much to be desired. However, there were positive relationships among
students, and between the teachers and students in those rural schools,
which I think we have lost in today’s large consolidated schools. Bigness
is not a virtue, although we have come to think so, and in this respect,
small was beautiful.

It was my good fortune to have had wonderful parents. I spent my
first fifteen years in a home filled with kindness, understanding, love and
support for everything I planned to do. My mother was especially
anxious that I receive an education. This is understandable because my
father had to worry about income and the maintenance of a small farm.
There was little money available to pay for hired help. It was natural,
therefore, that my father would think more about his sons helping him
on the farm than going away to the city to pursue an education. It was not
that my father was reluctant to have me attend university; rather it was
he who had to rationalize the need for an education and the lack of
financial resources.

It is always easier to follow in the footsteps of a friend, and this was
true in my case. A schoolmate, Ernest W. Foote, decided two years before
I did to attend university for a bachelor of arts degree, and this
encouraged me to do the same. Our two families were neighbours and,
if one child could do it, then certainly the other could. I thank Ernie for
paving the way and for being my shining example.

I registered at Mount Allison University for an arts degree with a
specialty in medicine. Unfortunately the plan to study medicine was not
to be. My lack of Latin and French meant that I would have to complete
these in addition to all my other courses. The cost, which would have
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been horrendous for six or seven years, was quite beyond my capacity,
or at least I thought so at the time. I decided instead to pursue a bachelor’s
degree and a teacher’s certificate.

You may wonder why I chose Mount Allison over other universities,
especially Saint Francis Xavier, which was only forty miles from my
home. However, St. Francis Xavier was a Roman Catholic institution,
and religious bias was prevalent to such a degree at the time it made this
option unthinkable. We belonged to the United Church and our minister,
the Reverend Herman Campbell, was consulted as to the choice of a
university. He recommended Mount Allison University in Sackville,
New Brunswick, which was then affiliated with the United Church of
Canada. I had never heard of the place before and neither had my parents,
but the issue was settled without further discussion because the minister
said it was an excellent institution, with a good religious atmosphere, and
hence the best college for me to attend.

While on the train to Sackville in the fall of 1927, I met J. Sinclair
(Bunny) Robertson and Herb Grant from New Glasgow. They were
students with me at Mount Allison and we remained life-long friends.
Bunny became Deputy Minister of Public Health, and Herb Grant
studied law and became involved in the Family Court in Pictou County.
Both these friends worked closely with me in later years and figure
prominently in other sections of this book.

My generation and those who came before owe much to small

Haymaking on the Angus MacKinnon farm in 1919; Fred MacKinnon is shown
with a hand rake.
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universities like Mount Allison, Acadia and Saint Francis Xavier. They
gave the benefits of a complete university education to young people in
the Maritimes who lacked resources and cultural sophistication. The
classes and faculty were small and everyone knew each other. That was
very important to a rural youth, accustomed to a small rural school. In
those years, a university education was like a union card that opened
doors and provided work opportunities.

To help finance my education, I taught in Woodfield during the
school year 1929–30, for the magnificent sum of $425. The money
enabled me to go on and complete my bachelor’s degree in the spring of
1932. I graduated with a Bachelor of Arts degree, a Superior First Rank
Teaching Licence and first class honours in mathematics. I accepted a
position teaching at Sunnybrae, Pictou County, for the year 1932–33 and
was a teaching principal of Thornburn High School from 1933 to 1935.

I thoroughly enjoyed my teaching stint in the Thorburn community,
in Pictou County, which never really had the status of a town, although
it was often referred to as one. For many years coal mining was the main
source of employment, and the MacBain Seam, operated by John W.
MacLeod, was being mined while I was teaching in Thorburn.

Miners have a unique occupation. Their work underground is
dangerous and they must rely on one another for safety. They are forced
by circumstance to maintain a high degree of camaraderie that carries
over into their community life. Most are friendly, kindly and generous to
a fault. However, the following humorous anecdote illustrates a possible
exception to the rule. There were two doctors in the town. Dr. Fred Day
had the dubious honour of having ushered me into this world in 1912. I
spent much of my leisure time discussing politics, government and the
affairs of the community with Dr. Day. I recall vividly one Saturday night:
I was in Dr. Day’s office having one of my usual pleasant chats with the
good doctor when the bell rang and a patient named Dan Cassidy came
into his office. Dan was well known in the community for his bouts with
alcohol. On this occasion he had fallen and put his shoulder out of place.
By the time he reached the doctor’s office, he was in great pain. Dr. Day
lost no time in dealing with the situation. He suggested that Mr. Cassidy
lie on his back on the floor and then he secured a bottle of chloroform
and a cone full of cotton batten. He gave the cone to me, filled it with
chloroform and I became the anaesthetist. Dr. Day sat down facing
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Cassidy on the floor, put his right foot under Cassidy’s arm and pro-
ceeded to lever the shoulder back into its socket. Between the chloro-
form and the alcohol, Cassidy was not too conscious of what was
happening. Dr. Day got him back up on his feet, put a sling on his arm and
sent him on his way. This was my first experience with the practice of
medicine at close quarters, and I was amazed at the speed with which Dr.
Day dealt with the situation and the manner in which Cassidy left the
office with no thanks or payment. I found from discussions with others
that this was not an unusual occurrence for Mr. Cassidy when he was on
one of his drinking bouts.

Dr. Day had a distinguished medical career in World War I and was
coming to the end of his professional practice when I knew him in 1935.
Later on, when he was ill in the Aberdeen Hospital, I visited him. We had
one of our customary discussions about government and politics. He
complained bitterly about young people and their preoccupation with
sex. He said to me, “Fred, take that song that everyone is singing now
‘Keep on doing what you’re doing because I love what you’re doing to
me.’ Everyone knows what they are talking about and this and similar
songs are sung on the radio and public places.” Little did he know what
would happen during the postwar years, when sexual openness and
divorce would become commonplace.

During the two years I taught in Thorburn, I boarded at the home of
George R. MacLeod. We happened to have the same great grandfather,
William Sutherland, who came to Barney’s River from Scotland in 1820.
George R. was councilor for the district and was a well-known figure in
mining circles. He had an official position at the MacBain mine and was
very friendly with John W. MacLeod, the owner. One day, in 1935, I was
going up the lane to the MacLeod home when I saw George R. and John
W. chatting together, very close to the garage. I stopped and was
introduced to John W. The conversation centred on bootleg mining.
There were no jobs for young people in Thorburn or elsewhere in Canada
at this time, it being the middle of the Great Depression. It would do no
good for them to go “down the road” to Alberta or Ontario because the
situation in those provinces was just as bad as it was in Nova Scotia. As
a result, young people became involved in bootleg mining.

One must remember that the general public did not consider
bootleg mining a serious offence. These were the so-called “dirty
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thirties,” during which people had to resort to unusual efforts to survive.
Coal was plentiful and bootlegging was a necessary way of life for many
people in mining communities. To quote Alistair MacLeod’s well-known
book title, bootlegging coal was “no great mischief.”1

I had decided when I left Mount Allison University that I would do
graduate work in mathematics. I was encouraged in this by the professors
of mathematics at Mount Allison, and in the 1930s teaching was the best
way for me to secure funds to carry out that purpose. By 1935 I had
sufficient funds, so I took a leave of absence from Thorburn High School
and enrolled at Harvard University for my master’s degree. I chose
Harvard for its reputation in the field of mathematics and also because
it was the most outstanding American university.

I graduated from Harvard with the AM Degree in the spring of 1936.
It is difficult today to appreciate the tremendous increase in the cost of
university education. When I left Thorburn High School in the spring of
1935, I had saved $700, which I transferred to the Bank of Nova Scotia
in Boston, and later I borrowed $200. With that $900, I was able to
complete a year at Harvard University. Today, that same educational
experience would cost $30,000 or more.

I hoped to find an actuarial position with an insurance company, so
when I was approached by Metropolitan Life to join its sales division, I
asked whether this job might be a way of getting into actuarial work. This
was still in the middle of the Great Depression and such jobs were scarce.
As they assured me such a transfer would be possible, I accepted a sales
position in Truro in the spring of 1936. I found out very quickly that
selling was not my forté. I heartily disliked it. There was, in fact, no
possibility of crossing over into the actuarial department. My parents
had been very much opposed to my leaving the high-school position in
Thorburn and going with Metropolitan Life. In retrospect, of course,
they were right, and probably had seen that I was not likely to do well
selling insurance.

Looking back with the insight gained from experience, I am satisfied
that mathematics was not the professional field for which I was best
suited. I loved mathematics with a passion and still consider it to be an art
form without equal. However, being better than average was not good
enough, and because of that, I would have been frustrated like Moses, who
viewed the Promised Land but was not permitted to enter it.
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Next I blundered into the pro-
fession of social work. Now, after
fifty-five years in that field, I am left
with no doubt that I found the voca-
tion for which my temperament
and personality were best suited. It
was a career choice for which I take
no credit, nor can I give any credit
to the education system of that time.
It was what one would call a
happenstance.

While I was in a state of indeci-
sion about my future, an opening
for the position of agent arose in the
Children’s Aid Society of Colches-
ter County. The Children’s Aid So-
cieties in Nova Scotia were inad-

Fred MacKinnon, 1930s

equately financed. For the most part, the staff consisted of either a part-
or full-time person working alone without secretarial help. So it was
with the Children’s Aid Society of Colchester County. The previous
agent and sole staff person, Mr. Weatherhead, had passed away, and the
Society was searching for his successor. I applied and was accepted.

My career move reminds me of the poem by Robert Frost entitled
“The Road Not Taken.” Certainly, in accepting the position with the
Children’s Aid Society, I chose an occupation not well known and with
few practitioners. I knew virtually nothing about social work. I knew the
position required knowledge of children and supervision of their care.
I decided the job would suffice for a short period, and as soon as a suitable
position became available, I would go back to teaching. This seemed to
be a logical step to take in the meantime.

The Children’s Aid Society of Colchester County had been started
in 1905 by a number of civic-minded leaders in Truro who were
concerned with the plight of children suffering from abuse, neglect and
other misfortunes. Until 1930, when paid staff were employed, volun-
teers did the work of the Society. The Society had two main responsibili-
ties, perhaps three, if the work of the Juvenile Court is included. The first
was the protection of children. During the Depression years, the
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primary misfortune was poverty. Children considered to be at risk, and
their parents, were brought before the Court by the Society. If the Court
decided the children were in need of protection, they were placed either
temporarily or permanently under the guardianship of the Society,
which acted in loco parentis, that is to say, in the place of the parents. When
I became involved in 1937, the Society had approximately 150 wards,
ranging in age from birth to twenty-one, when legal guardianship
terminated. The children placed under care by the Court lived in foster
homes throughout the County and were my major responsibility. The
second responsibility was to assist families in trouble, where the children
were not in any immediate danger of abuse. Arranging whatever could
be done in the community to help the family made it possible for the
children to remain in their own homes.

A juvenile court had been formed in Colchester County under the
federal Juvenile Delinquents Act of 1908. There were six juvenile courts in
the province at that time: in Sydney, Halifax, Hants, Kings, Pictou and
Colchester counties. Any young person sixteen years of age or under
charged with an offence came before the juvenile court, presided over
by Judge Harold Putnam. The agent of the Children’s Aid Society was
expected to act as a probation officer for the Court, the third function
or duty of the Society.

It would be unfair of me to be unduly critical of the work done by the
Society in 1937, if for no other reason than I would be doing so on the
basis of current professional knowledge and standards. We all get caught
in the trap of looking back at deeds and events of twenty, thirty or forty
years ago and criticizing the quality of professional work done. We have
to remember that professional knowledge, which is the basis of what we
do in social work, was not available in 1937, in addition to which, the
money and resources required to do a first-class job were lacking.

By today’s standards, the recordkeeping in 1937 was abysmal. It was
quite impossible for one person to be a competent secretary in addition
to carrying out the other duties of the Society. Consequently, when a
child was visited, significant events and information were not recorded,
or if put in writing, the information was sparse and incomplete. This was
true of all recordkeeping by the societies and voluntary social agencies.
Today, we know that records of the children’s progress are tremendously
important if we are to do a professional job in caring for them, but in
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1937 this was not considered essential.
My work with the Children’s Aid Society proved to be a labour of

love. I had been on the job only a few months when I met Ernest H. Blois,
who at that time was the Director of Child Welfare, Mothers’ Allowance
and Old Age Pensions for the Province of Nova Scotia. He was, in effect,
Chief Welfare Officer for the entire province. He was also the Chair of
the Board of Management of the Nova Scotia Training School at Brookside
in Colchester County. On one of the occasions when he was attending
a meeting of that board, I met with him and we talked about the work
being done by the Children’s Aid Societies. He made it known to me that
he was looking for a young person to join his staff in Halifax in the child
welfare field. He explained that the Children’s Aid Societies, of which
there were thirteen at the time, needed to be given more encouragement
and assistance. He wanted to see this task undertaken as soon as possible,
and I agreed to consider joining the staff of the Department of Public
Health in the Welfare Branch.

Mr. Blois discussed the appointment with then Minister of Public
Health, Frank Davis. They decided there should be some training or
education provided before I went into a position with the Department.
Dr. Davis had been instrumental in developing an ambitious program of
education for health personnel in the Department of Public Health,
which was done through the Rockefeller Foundation in New York. The
Foundation was consulted, and they recommended that I attend the
University of Chicago, preferably for a master’s degree in social service
administration. It was further decided that this study should begin in the
fall of 1938, with the Rockefeller Foundation providing funding of $120
a month, plus travel, tuition and other expenses.

By this time I had worked with the Society for just over a year and
a half, and it was a matter of concern that there should be so many
personnel changes in such a short period. I made arrangements with
Glynnford P. Allen, a schoolteacher I knew, to apply for the position that
I was vacating. Mr. Allen replaced me at the Society and went on from
there to be an outstanding leader in the social welfare field in Nova Scotia
and elsewhere in Canada.

At the University of Chicago School of Social Service Administra-
tion, Edith Abbott was the Dean, and Grace Abbott and Sophanisba P.
Breckenridge were professors of Public Administration. A number of
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others on the faculty were also women. This was most unusual to
someone who had been accustomed to predominantly male university
teachers and administrators. I had no difficulty adjusting to this environ-
ment; indeed these women were outstanding teachers, far superior to
those I had studied under in the past.

The emphasis at the School was on public welfare administration,
and of course this was very advantageous for me since I would be working
in government. There was a close link between the School and several
departments in Washington during the Roosevelt administration. Visit-
ing lecturers were brought in from Washington on several occasions.

My fieldwork was done at the Chicago Relief Administration in
Southwest Chicago. Towards the end of my course, I also did fieldwork
with the Chicago Orphan Asylum. One may wonder about the name, but
at that time they maintained the old titles and did not have the desire to
change them that we did in Canada.

I completed the fall, winter, spring and summer terms, during which
I lived at International House, which was adjacent to the campus. The
House provided me with interesting and instructive contacts with
students from all over the world.

I left the University in late August 1939 and embarked on a field trip
throughout the western United States and Canada. I visited the welfare
departments in the states of Illinois, Iowa, Washington and Oregon, as
well as those in Vancouver and Victoria. The British Columbia social
welfare program was well advanced and progressive. Dr. George
Davidson, Director of Mothers’ Allowance in the B.C. government at the
time, seemed to me a brilliant, dynamic, public servant who was
destined to play a major role in government. Although, like myself,
professionally misplaced, having graduated in classics from Harvard
University, he later became the Deputy Minister of National Health and
Welfare, President of the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation and a
senior official in the United Nations. I moved on to Edmonton, Regina
and Winnipeg. The services and programs offered by the social welfare
departments of the three prairie provinces were very similar to those in
the Maritimes, and no better than those in Nova Scotia. Toronto was the
last stop on my journey across the United States and Canada.

It was a very troubled time, with many young people unhappy with
the social and economic policies of government. All over the country,
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small groups were discussing government, its failures and inability to
cope with unemployment during the Depression. They looked to other
countries where similar problems were being encountered and where
new ideas of socialism and communism were openly discussed and in
some cases implemented. During my trip across Canada I received
several invitations to the meetings of these groups, which were always on
the look-out for prospects likely to  convert to their cause. However, I
was not attracted to these new ideas.

The main subject of discussion at the meetings was the state of the
economy and the effect poverty and unemployment were having on
families and Canadians as a whole. Most of us were admirers of the
reforms President Roosevelt was making in the United States. There
were also many admirers of Stalinist Russia, although I was not one.
During my year at International House, my friends, a mixture of
Americans and other nationalities, were not attracted by the Russian
experiment. As a matter of fact, long before many other credulous
individuals had taken the full measure of Stalinist Russia, my friends at
International House had seen it for what it was: a cruel, brutal, fascist
dictatorship, caring little for the people and certainly providing no hope
for a better world. I listened to the praise and adulation for Joseph Stalin
with some degree of scepticism and paid little attention to the misguided
souls who saw hope for the future in his brutality.

I spent a full month in Toronto. There was much to learn in Ontario
because of the similarities between its systems of municipal government
and those in Nova Scotia and also the fact that the child welfare
movement in Nova Scotia had been modeled on Ontario’s system. The
officials were very helpful and continued to be so after I took up my
duties at the Department of Public Health in Nova Scotia.

What can I say about the year of study and travel that had been so
generously provided by the Rockefeller Foundation? First and most
important was the fact that I came to see social welfare as a professional
entity requiring disciplined and rigorous study. The diversity of the
profession of social work, encompassing elements of law, medicine,
social studies, child psychology and economics, impressed me greatly. I
did not realize the significance of this until, a few months later, I was
called upon to assist in the development of the Maritime School of Social
Work, where all these elements had to be put together to develop a new
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school serving our own community.
Looking back on the subject matter that we were taught at the

University of Chicago and my personal perceptions of that era, I think I
attached too much importance to the role government might play in
developing a better community for all its citizens. I learned all too soon
that government, whether federal, provincial or municipal, cannot move
much faster or go further ahead than the will of the citizenry that elects
it to office. Unless government is backed by an informed public opinion,
change or reform is difficult, if not impossible.

During my year at the University of Chicago, I met and fell in love
with Roberta Greenfield, a social work student living at International
House. We married on December 27, 1941. Unfortunately, Roberta
developed cancer and passed away on January 4, 1943. She is buried at
Linesville, Pennsylvania.

Roberta, better known amongst her friends as Bobby, was an
enthusiastic and dedicated medical social worker. I could not understand
then, nor do I understand now, how a divinely inspired creation could
permit this wastage of human goodness. This was not the first time I had
experienced this problem during my lifetime. I’d had an older brother
who passed away in the prime of youth, and no matter how hard I tried,
I could find no rational explanation. I have come to the conclusion that
there are some things in life for which there are no answers. As the years
go by, I have learned to live with what might be called the unexplainable
and unanswerable events of the human story.

I close this chapter by thanking Dr. Frank Davis for insisting that I not
take any short-cuts in preparing myself for the position that lay ahead. If
I had done so, I would surely have shortchanged the profession and the
government in the service I was able to provide.

Note
1. MacLeod, Alistair. No Great Mischief. Toronto, Ontario. McClelland & Stewart. 1999.
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